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himself, and one gift received from him, a wooden penhold-
er, is proudly displayed (and functioning) on my desk now. 
He also carved a beautiful spoon for me from olive wood, 
obtained during a trip to Israel (see figure). Every time I use it 
to serve a dish, I think of him. These pieces of “art” are sym-
bolic of his outlook and practice of life; he valued the beauty 
of life and brought it to the world through functional forms 
and the progress of medicine.
Aaron was certainly one of the most successful and accom-
plished physician-scientists I have ever known. It is this 
accomplishment, combined with his courageousness, curi-
osity, and kindness, that made him such a powerful mentor. 
I trained with him when Parkinson’s disease was beginning 
to severely impact his daily life, limiting his ability to do the 
things that he wanted to do. I often thought how horrible it 
must be for him, still having all of the intellectual capacity 
and curiosity to tackle the world, with a body that enforced 
restrictions. Despite the frustration he experienced, he always 
kept moving, rarely complaining, and never wavering in his 
intent to keep working for the greater good. His eyes were 
always twinkling with curiosity, and he never stopped asking 
questions, questions that usually neither of us could answer. 
Aaron’s most endearing qualities were his kindness and gen-
erosity, especially with those whom he elected to train and 
educate. He taught in a way that stimulated curiosity and 
encouraged exploration rather than by intimidation. He 
recognized the individual as more than just a resident or fel-
low, as a human being with needs that extended past the aca-
demic realm.
Aaron was supportive of not only me but also of my fam-
ily life. Some faculty members in busy academic programs 
might fear that a pregnancy would limit the capacity of a resi-
dent in training, but Aaron was the first to focus on assuring 
success of both the resident and the family in the face of a 
lifestyle change. When I had a miscarriage during my resi-
dency, it was a personal tragedy for me, creating a mini-crisis 
in my life. Aaron addressed my pain directly, not minimizing 
my grief, not attempting to fix the problem, just listening to 
me and offering to me his quiet hope that this event would 
pass. He invited my husband and me (and later my son) to 
his home, where his wife, Millie, would prepare the most 
delicious salmon you can imagine. He treated my family to 
a trip to Woods Hole, Massachusetts, where we kayaked and 
engaged in wonderful conversation all weekend. He was 
willing to share some of his life with me.
How does one end a dedication to the life of a legendary 
dermatologist? Bob Tigelaar, one of the faculty members at 
Yale who was also instrumental in my training, once asked 
me, “What brought you and Aaron together?” I didn’t real-
ly have an answer to that question—was it fate, a common 
interest, or luck? Looking back now, I see that one of the 
things that most appealed to me about working with Aaron 
was his dedication to exploration. Science in medicine was 
his frontier. He inspired in me, and in all who worked with 
him, a sense of awe at the discoveries made, a sense of 
wonder at the possibilities ahead, and, probably more than 
anything else, the capacity of an individual to participate in 
expanding our understanding. Training with Aaron was an 
adventure in exploring possibilities without being encum-
bered by the inevitable obstacles. His legacy to dermatology 
and medicine will be more than just his own discoveries; it 
will be in the exploration and discoveries that he inspired in 
future generations.
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I never worked with Aaron Lerner, nor did I train with him. 
But, as did many others, I learned from him in many ways 
and considered him a very close friend and confidant.
I knew Aaron for many years. Throughout my career he was 
the icon of science in dermatology. I was always impressed at 
how interested he was in science that went far beyond his 
areas of expertise. For all the years that I knew him he would 
always sit in the first row of whichever auditorium (large or 
small) to listen to lectures. Rarely, if ever, do I remember him 
asking a question publicly, but he would often ask questions, 
sometime during the ensuing days of a conference.
So much will be written in these pages about Aaron’s 
outstanding science and mentorship. I will discuss another 
aspect of Aaron, one that I witnessed and benefited from 
firsthand: his promotion of dermatology and dermatologists. 
Aaron was so proud of what our specialty had become dur-
ing his career and was pleased that it was Tom Fitzpatrick, 
during their days together in the Army at Fort Detrick, 
Maryland, who suggested that he become a dermatologist. 
He also took great pride in the dermatology training program 
that he developed at Yale, as well as in his outstanding train-
ees (students, dermatologists, and nondermatologists), many 
of whom assumed responsible positions in other departments 
and research institutions throughout the world.
I hardly knew Aaron when in the very early 1980s he 
called and told me that he wanted to nominate me for elec-
tion into the Association of American Physicians. I was flat-
tered that he had sought me out, even though we had no real 
history (and I knew nothing about the organization). After my 
election into this and other professional organizations, he 
began a ritual of calling me at least quarterly and organizing 
for others to be nominated and elected into these organiza-
tions. He took very seriously this responsibility of promot-
ing the specialty by strongly supporting outstanding derma-
tologists throughout the country. I quickly learned that it did 
not matter to Aaron whether he knew these people person-
ally; he wanted to promote all outstanding people from 
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throughout our ranks. His philosophy did not allow him to 
limit his nominations to those from his department or from his 
university or to focus on just one person at a time; he would 
nominate many people even when he knew that only one, 
at most, would have a chance to be elected. Actually, he did 
not always make the nomination himself. He would organize 
the nominations and make sure that they were appropriately 
supported. In follow-up to these nominations he would call 
me in excited anticipation and ask, “Did you hear yet?” And 
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he took it as a personal insult when those whom he wanted 
elected and recognized were not so rewarded.
Long after Aaron retired, he still very actively promoted the 
specialty and many from among our ranks. And the phone 
calls did not stop. He was the only dermatologist member of 
the National Academy of Sciences (NAS) and for many years 
lamented the fact that many others whom he had nominated 
were not elected. Within the Institute of Medicine of the NAS 
it was Aaron and Marie-Louise Johnson, another staunch 
promoter of our specialty, who were responsible for increas-
ing our ranks to a point where there is now a critical mass 
of dermatologist members of the Medicine, Pathology, and 
Dermatology Section of the institute.
For the past 15 years or so, I had the privilege and honor to 
call Aaron my friend. We had frequent phone conversations 
that in the later years were facilitated by his wife, Millie, who 
would help him if he stumbled on a word. For many years he 
would end our phone calls by saying, “Well, I have nothing 
else on my agenda.” After I told him that our calls did not 
need an agenda—mine to him hardly had an agenda—we 
spoke monthly about the state of dermatology, the state of 
science, the state of the world, and the state of his health. We 
also never missed an opportunity to share a meal at meetings 
that he attended almost to the end of his life.
Medicine has lost a giant who was so proud to be a der-
matologist and was a great supporter of the specialty and of 
dermatologists. And I have lost a good friend and teacher.
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